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should have indicated that Wellington was there in
force and meaning to contest the position.
Shortly after two the French columns began their
advance, with artillery serving between them, cavalry
holding the left flank and in the centre, and again closing
the rear in massed formation. The guns opened against
the ridge while the attack went forward through the
standing corn and east of the roadway, where the Dutch
defenders were soon driven from Gemioncourt farm-
house and the buildings of Pirremont.
Ney led the attack and, as usual, had a horse killed
under him; then he returned to the centre, launching
further assaults on the southern and eastern borders of
Bossu. The wood was well defended apart from its
undergrowth, which was so thick that the attackers had
first to clear a way with swords before engaging.
Simultaneously the French horse beat through the
cornland on the right of the road. Here a surprise
awaited them, for eight English and four Hanoverian
battalions, almost concealed in the tall grain, checked
the advance with a well-directed volley. One of Halkett's
regiments, the 69th, lost a colour, which was presented
to Ney by the trooper who had captured it, an incident
that led the brigadier, a typical British die-hard, to
remark that it was cmost extraordinary, as one of the
colours never appeared after the regiment had been
broken up by the French'. But the attack failed, and
for the first time Ney realized the extent of the resistance
which had banked up before him. His main hope was
the arrival of d'Erlon, whose march had been halted
by the troop movements early in the day.
Meanwhile at Ligny, seven miles off, the Emperor
was dealing his master-stroke at the Prussians and
scrawling the dispatches to Ney, who, providing he was
not heavily engaged at Quatre Bras, as Napoleon
believed, could execute a decisive move by falling on
the right and rear of Bliicher. One of these messages
was carried by an inexperienced staff officer, who came
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